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THEOCRATIC STABIUZATION OF AGRICULTURAL COMMODI1Y 
MARKETS IN THE GREAT BASIN, 1847-1900 
ABSTRACT 
ii 
The use of uniform tithing prices as a method of stabilizing agricultural commodity 
markets in the Great Basin is examined. It is found that the method was successful in 
stabilizing prices and available supplies of staple commodities but that the stabilization 
policies became less effective as the century progressed. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
During the second half of the nineteenth century, the economy of the Great Basin 
region of the western United States was subject to two competing forces. From one side 
came the centripetal policies of the Mormon theocracy--policies designed to promote 
group self-sufficiency, cooperation, and orderly economic development. From the other 
side came the centrifugal forces of individualistic, laissez-faire American capitalism. Much. 
of the Great Basin's economic history revolves around the theocracy's attempt to maintain 
control over the economy in the face of increasing market pressures. One important part 
of Mormon economic policy was the· stabilization of prices for agricultural commodities 
. and the stockpiling of adequate supplies of food staples as· a hedge against crop failure. 
This study examines the policy instruments used by Mormon leaders to stabilize 
agricultu.ral commodity markets and analyzes the relative success of the stabilization· . 
program over time. 
II. AGRICULTURAL PRICE CONTROLS 
Although the efficient allocative role of prices was occasionally recognized by 
Mormon spokesmen, the more common attitude was one of considerable mistrust of the 
interaction of supply and demand in unregulated markets. Brigham Young and other 
Mormon leaders decried the -ruinous competition, - -underbidding, - and -underselling-
characteristic of capitalism, as well as the fluctuating currency, -extravagant speculation,· 
and "overreaching of the legitimate bounds of the credit system" which resulted in periodic 
panics and depressions.1 In the view of church leaders, the potential advantages of 
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economic regulation through competitive pricing which might be obtained in well-
established markets were precluded by conditions in the Great Basin. The seasonal and 
cyclical fluctuation in the value of money and its variation geographically, the limited ability 
to transport resources and goods or to transmit market information from one locale to 
another, the uncertainty of adequate harvests, the limited market area, and the concern 
with possible market manipulation by -gentile- (non-Mormon) interests all likely contributed 
to Mormon antipathy toward laissez-fairs market pricing.2 
A wide variety of direct and indirect methods of price control were used in the 
Great Basin. These included the fixing of grist mill rates and prices .for labor and 
neCessities shortly after the Mormons' arrival in 1847,3 an agricultural price support 
program which operated from 1862 until 1867.4 and the establishment of export and/or 
import monopolies in 1866 and again in 1879.5 
Uniform Tithing Prices 
Although there were many i~stances of direct price control in the Great Basin, the 
most pervasive and successful form of price stabilization was the use of uniform tithing 
prices instituted in Utah in the 1850s. The practice of paying one-tenth of the yearly 
increase to the church had been initiated among the Mormons in the Midwest in the 
1830s and 1840s. Tithe-paying continued in the Great Basin, but the acute shortage of 
cash in the region meant that nearly all tithing had to be paid Min kind.· The collection and 
disbursement of tithes in kind necessitated the construction of tithing offices, storehouses, 
and stockyards in each Mormon community. District tithing offices and storehouses were 
also constructed, and the entire system was managed through the "General Tithing OfficeN 
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and "Bishop's General Storehouse," which were set up in Sat! Lake City in 1850. The 
administration of tithing in kind also required the formulation of a valuation system for the 
wide variety of goods and services received. Usts of tithing prices were constructed by 
the Presiding Bishop's Office and were distributed to local tithing offices several times 
each year.6 Although there were apparently some adjustments made for local conditions, 
the tithing price lists established uniform rates for the valuation of tithing in kind 
throughout the region.7 
The isolation of Utah from outside markets prior to the completion of the railroad, 
combined with the general participation of the population in tithe-paying,8 meant that 
tithing prices also were ·pseudo-marker prices for private transactions. The 
pervasiveness of the influence of tithing prices on the economy can more fully be 
appreciated by noting the broad range ~ economic functions performed by the local 
tithing offices. The tithing office .8Iso was a general store, providing an exchange function 
by accepting surplus production for credit in exchange for withdrawals of needed 
commodities, the debits and credits being totaled and settled at the end of each year at 
"tithing settlement. • The tithing office ·Exchange Accounr provided general 
merchandising services. In most Mormon convnunities. the tithing office was the only 
general store until 1869 or later. The tithing office served a banking function as well, 
extending short-term credit, facilitating saving, and issuing a circulating medium of 
exchange in the form of ~ing scrip· or due bills. The transfer of credit was possible 
through drafts or check-orders on the tithing house.9 The use of official tithing prices as 
a basis for all tithing house functions established those prices as a minimum for sellers 
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and a maximum for buyers. Prior to the construction of the railroad, it is likely that local 
market prices followed tithing prices quite closely. 
Any dual-pricing system is subject to a type of Gresham's Law, in which arbitrage 
becomes possible when relative prices get out of line. Although the church encouraged 
members to pay tithing in the form it was produced. in practice, considerable leeway was 
allowed individuals as to the form of payment. Thus. if the wheat/livestock tithing price 
ratio were high relative to the market price ratio, tithe payers would have an incentive to 
sell livestock on the market in exchange for wheat. which could then be used to meet the 
livestock tithing obligation. The difference between the market value of the livestock 
obligation and the market cost of the wheat necessary to meet the obliga~Qn would 
accrue to the individual as arbitrage~ 10 The opportunity for arbitrage was undoubtedly 
recognized by Mormon leaders. Tithing price relatives could not get very far out of line 
with relStive use values ~n the earty period) or relative market prices Oater in the century) 
without causing distortions in the mix of goods received by the tithing offices. Church 
leaders also must have recognized that deliberately increasing or decreasing the . relative 
tithing price of a commodity would tend to increase or decrease its flow into tithing 
payments. 
The tithing system. then, allowed Mormon planners to stabilize the economy in two 
ways. First, the severe fluctuations in prices which would be expected to occur in a 
frontier economy based on marginal agriculture were moderated by the stability of tithing 
prices, thereby reducing uncertainty and discouraging speculation in staple commodities. 
The tithing system also provided church leaders a means of ensuring an adequate inflow 
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of staple commodities into stockpiles, a particularly important consideration in an isolated 
frontier region where production varied widely from year to year. By setting tithing prices 
for wheat and other staples relatively high, the church encouraged a large inflow of those 
commodities into the tithing storehouses.11 The relatively high prices for staples also 
encouraged increased production. In smoothing prices and supplies over time and 
between regions, the system of tithing prices played a role similar to that of ·stabilizing· 
speculators in competitive markets while preventing much of the private speculation which 
was feared would destabilize prices and lead to the export of valuable foodstuffs from ·the 
imperfect markets of Utah. 
III. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF STABIUZATION POUCIES 
While' it is likely that Mormon stabilization policies were effective in controlling 
fluctuations in prices and available supplies of agricultural commodities ' before the 
completion of the transcontinental railroad, it also is probable that the effectiveness of the 
policies diminished as the century progressed. The increased size of the market, the 
higher levels -of production and income, the ·relative abundance of money, and the 
financial distress of the M.ormon Church all combined to reduce the impact of tithing 
prices on prices determined in the market Those same forces prevented tithing prices 
from diverging very far from market prices. If the absolute level of tithing prices was too 
high relative to market prices, the possibility of arbitrage, now vastly improved with the 
use of money and large markets, would likely result in very little tithing paid in much-
needed cash. Tithing prices set too low would tend to reduce the church's real tithing 
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income. The same factors would probably interfere with the ability of the Presiding 
Bishop to control the inflow of various commodities by changing tithing price relatives. 
On the other hand, the forces at work which interfered with effective stabilization 
policy had, to a large extent, eliminated the problems which that policy was designed to 
combat. Improvements in pest control, irrigation, agricultural productivity, transportation 
and storage, and increased income had greatly reduced the threat of famine. Wider and 
deeper markets had helped reduce the magnitude of price fluctuations. Commodity 
market speculation, which Mormon leaders had feared would be destablizing in the thin 
markets of midcentury Utah, now worked to moderate price fluctuations and to normalize 
profits. 
The decline in the effectiveness of and justification for economic controls "which 
occurred in the Great Basin during the last decades of the nineteenth century was 
paralleled by a diminution in the. willingness and ability of the Mormon Church to" exercise 
control in the economy. The antipolygamy campaign, which began in earnest in the 
188Os, resulted in the seizing of church property, the arrest and imprisonment of Mormon 
leaders, the -loss of legal and political rights, and the incurrence by the church of 
substantial debt. A unified economic development program became impossible, and the 
1890 Manifesto removing church sanction from polygamous marriages followed by the 
pressures for statehood, marked the relinquishment, to the market and the state, of the 
regulation of economic activity. 
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Hypotheses 
The foregoing discussion suggests several hypotheses about stabilization of 
agricultural commodity markets in the Great Basin. 
1. Tithing prices in Utah will be more stable than prices outside the region. 
2. Tithing prices will become less stable over time. 
3. Tithing prices will show a marked decrease in stability after 1890. 
4. Tithing prices of goods exported from the territory will follow market trends 
more closely than will those of nonexported goods. 
5. . The ratio of tithing price to market price will be higher for storable' staples 
than for nonstorable goods, and it will be higher for exported foodstuffs than 
for nonexported goods. 
6.. Staple foodstuffs win make up more than 8 proportionate share of tithes. 
Evidence 
Data used to test the above hypotheses include tithing prices for important tithing 
commodities: wheat, wheat flour, potatoes,. pork, butter, and hay; a more general tithing 
I 
price index based on prices of seventeen tithing commodities; and market prices for 
wheat, flour, potatoes, butter, and hay. Additional useful information is found in relative 
quantities of various commodities actually paid in tithing. 
Tithing prices cover the period 1855-1900 and represent prices actually allowed for 
commodity tithing in each year. Table 1 shows the tithing price in Salt Lake City and 
County (S.L), the average tithing price in the territory (Terr.), and the tithing price range 
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TABLE 1 
Trthing Prices for Selected Commodities, 1855-1900* 
Aour Wheat Potatoes Pork Butter Hall 
Year S.L Terr. Range S.L Terr. Range S.L Terr. Range S.L Terr. Range S.L Terr. Range S.L Terr. Range 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• $ •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
1855 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.20 0.17 0.06 0.25 0.25 .(). 10.00 11.25 2.50 
1856 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.25 0.25 .(). 0.25 0.25 .(). 10.00 10.00 .(). 
1857 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.17 0.17 0.03 0.25 0.25 .(). 10.00 10.00 .(). 
1858 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.17 0.18 0.02 0.25 0.25 .(). 10.00 10.00 .(). 
1859 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.17 0.17 0.03 0.25 0.25 .(). 12.00 8.50 7.00 
1860 6.00 6.00 .Q- 2.00 2.00 .Q- 0.75 0.75 .Q- 0.21 0.21 0.09 0.25 0.25 .Q- 10.00 10.00 .(). 
1861 6.00 6.00 .Q- 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .Q- 0.13 0.13 0.02 0.25 0.25 .Q- 9.00 9.00 1.00 
1862 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.14 0.14 0.03 0.25 0.25 .(). 9.00 9.00 1.00 
1863 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.13 0.13 -0- 0.23 0.23 0.05 8.00 8.00 4.00 
1864 6.00 6.00 .(). 2.00 .2.00 -0- 0.88 0.88 0.25 0.13 0.13 -0- 0.25 0.25 -0- 8.00 8.00 -0-
1865 6.00 6.00 -0- 2.00 2.00 -0- 0.88 0.88 0.25 0.14 0.14 -0- 0.25 0.25 -0- a.oo 8.00 -0-
1866 6.00 6.00 -0- 2.00 2.00 -0- 0.75 0.75 .(). 0.14 0.14 -0- 0.25 0.25 -0- 10.00 10.00 -0-
1867 6.00 6.00 .Q- 2.00 2.00 -0- 0.75 0.75 .Q- 0.16 0.16 0.01 0.25 0.25 .Q- . 10.00 10.00 .Q-
1868 5.00 5.00 -0- 2.00 2.00 -0- 0.75 0.75 .Q- 0.15 0.15 -0- 0.25 0.25 -0- 10.00 10.00 -0-
1869 5.00 5.00 -0- 2.00 2.00 -0- 0.75 0.75 .Q- 0.14 0.14 0.03 0.25 0.25 -0- ·9.00 9.00 2.00 
1870 5.00 5.00 .Q- 2.00 2.00 .Q- 0.75 0.75 .Q- 0.18 0.16 0.08 0.25 0.25 -0- 10.00 10.00 .Q-
1871 5.00 5.00 -0- 2.00 2.00 -0- 0.75 0.75 -0- 0.15 0.15 -0- 0.25 0.25 -0- 9.00 9.00 2.00 
1872 5.00 5.00 -0- 2.00 2.00 .Q- 0.75 0.75 -0- 0.11 0.13 0.05 0.25 0.25 . -0- 11.00 11.00 2.00 
1873 4.00 4.00 -0- 1.20 1.20 -0- 0.60 0.60 -0- 0.10 0.11 0.Q2 0.25 0.25 ..(). ls.oo 10.50 9.00 
1874 4.00 4.00 ..(). 1.20 ·1.20 ..(). 0.60 0.60 ..(). 0.11 0.13 0.05 0.25 0.25 -0- 12.50 12.50 5.00 
1875 4.00 4.00 ..(). 1.20 1.20 ..(). 0.60 0.60 .(). 0.13 0.13 0.05 0.25 0.25 -0- 13.50 10.50 9.00 
1876 4.00 4.00 ..(). 1.20 1.20 ..(). 0.60 0.60 ..(). 0.13 0.11 0.03 0.25 0.25 .(). 13.50 11.50 7.00 
1877 4.00 4.00 .(). 1.20 1.20 -0- 0.60 0.60 -0- 0.11 0.11 0.03 0.25 0.25 .(). 15.00 12.50 5.00 
1878 3.00 3.00 .(). 1.20 1.20 ..(). 0.50 0.50 .(). 0.10 0.10 -0- 0.2S 0.23 0.05 9.00 9.00 6.00 
1m 3.00, '3.00 .(). 1.20 1.20 .(). 0.50 0.50 .(). 0.10 0.11 0.Q2 0.25 0.23 0.05 10.00 10.00 6.00 
1880 3.00 3.00 -0- 1.20 1.20 -0- 0.50 ·0.45 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.02 0.25 0.23 0.05 11.00 10.00 4.00 
1881 3.00 3.00 ..(). 1.20 1~ -0- 0.50 0.50 -0- 0.10 0.()9 0.02 0.25 0.23 0.05 9.25 8.50 3.00 
1882 3.00 3.00 .(). 1.20 1.20 .(). 0.50 0.55 0.10 0.10 0.11 0.02 0.2S 0.25 .(). 7.00 8.oa 4.00 
1883 3.00 3.00 .Q- 1.20 1.20 -0- 0.40 0.40 -0- 0.11 0.10 0.()4 0.25 0.25 -0- 8.50 7.50 5.00 
1884 2.75 2.88 0.25 Q.9O 0.90 .(). 0.40 0.40 ..(). 0.10 0.10 0.()4 0.28 0.28 0.05 7.00 6.50 3.00 
1885 2.50 2.50 .(). OJIO Q.9O .(). 0.40 0.33 0.15 0.08 0.08 0.04 0.28 0.28 0.05 9.50 8.50 7.00 
1886 2.00 2.00 ..(). OJIO Q.9O .(). 0.40 0.35 0.05 0.()9 0.09 0.02 0.26 0.26 0.03 7.00 6.00 2.00 
1887 2.50 2.50 -.(). OJIO 0.90 .(). 0.40 0.40 -0- 0.09 0.09 0.02 · 0.28 0.28 0.05 6.50 6.00 2.00 
1888 2.00 2.00 .0- 0.90 Q.9O .(). 0.30 0.28 0.Q5 0.08 0.09 0.03 0.23 0.23 0.05 6.00 6.00 4.00 
1889 2.00 2.50 1.00 OJIO 0.90 -0- 0.54 0.45 0.30 0.08 0.09 0.02 0.23 0.21 0.08 6.00 6.00 4.00 
1890 2.00 2.00 .Q- 0.83 0.83 0.15 0.60 0.45 0.30 0.08 0.08 0.03 0.25 0.23 0.15 s.oo 5.00 2.00 
1891 2.00 2.50 1.00 0.73 0.73 0.05 0.28 0.28 0.15 0.07 0.07 .(). 0.21 0.21 0.08 s.oo 5.00 2.00 
1892 2.25 2.25 0.50 0.70 0.68 0.15 0.48 0.53 0.45 0.09 0.()9 0.03 0.20 0.20 0.10 5.00 4.75 2.50 
1893 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.58 0.63 0.25 0.30 0.30 0.10 0.07 0.08 0.03 0.20 0.20 0.10 4.50 5.25 3.50 
1894 2.00 2.00 .(). 0.53 0.60 0.30 0.27 0.36 0.24 0.08 0.07 0.02 0.20 0.20 0.10 4.00 4.00 2.00 
1895 1.50 1.50 .Q- 0.50 0.50 0.20 0.24 0.24 0.12 0.06 0.06 ..(). 0.20 0.20 0.10 4.00 4.00 2.00 
1896 2.00 2.00 .Q- 0.68 0.62 0.27 0.19 0.24 0.12 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.18 0.18 0.15 4.00 4.00 2.00 
1897 2.25 2.25 .(). 0.73 0.70 0.20 0.25 0.33 0.25 0.06 0.06 0.02 0.20 0.18 0.15 4.00 4.00 2.00 
1898 1.73 1.98 1.05 0.53 0.63 0.25 0.23 0.35 0.30 0.07 0.07 0.02 0.20 0.18 0.15 3.50 4.00 2.00 
1899 1.45 1.95 1.10 0.58 0.48 0.24 0.48 0.45 0.30 0.07 0.07 0.03 0.18 0.18 0.15 4.75 4.50 3.00 
1900 1.75 1.75 0.50 0.50 0.53 0.15 0.24 0.33 0.35 0.07 0.07 0.03 0.18 0.18 0.15 5.00 4.00 2.00 
-Flour prices per CWl, wheat and potato prices per bu., pork and butter prices per lb., and hay prices per ton. 
Source: ·GeneraJ Economic Records· (mas.). Olurch Archives, Olurch of Jesus Olrist of latter·Day Saints. 
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by year for wheat flour, wheat, potatoes, pork, butter, and hay.12 The table lends support 
to hypotheses one through three. The remarkable year -to-year and geographical stability 
of tithing prices from the 1850s to the mid-1880s is seen clearly in the case of wheat, 
flour, potatoes, and butter. The stability decreases over time, however, as evidenced by 
more frequent price adjustments and an increased price range. The decrease in tithing 
price stability becomes more pronounced after 1884, and particularly so after 1890. 
Figures 1 through 4 give a comparison of tithing prices and market prices for 
wheat, butter j potatoes, and hay, respectively. The tithing prices shown are for Salt Lake, 
and the market prices are average U.S. wholesale priceS.13 AgSin, the first three figures 
are supportive of hypotheses one through three. The fad that Figure 4 does not 
demonstrate the same sort of tithing-price stability seen in the other graphs-can be 
attributed, in part, to the nature of the commodity. Unlike the other three cases, -the 
demand-for tithing hay was a derived demand based on the number of livestock which 
had to be fed. If it is assumed that the tithing price of hay was set so as to attract the 
proper quantity into the tithing bam, then one would expect fluctuations in the hay price 
-to ~e extent tt}at tithing livestock herds fluctuated because of winter kill, sale, slaughter, 
or other reasons. 
The fourth hypothesis suggests that tithing prices of exported goods will follow 
market trends more closely than will those of non exported goods. By far, the most 
important goods in export trade from the territory during the period were wheat and wheat 
flour. The export of potatoes and hay did not occur on a large scale, and the export of 
Wheat Price ($/bu.) 
3 ,-------------------------------__________ ~ 
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1.5 
1 
0.5 
O~~~~wuwuuu~~~~~~~~~~~~~~LU 
1855 1860 1865 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 
- U.S. Wholesale Price - - Tithing Price 
Figure 1. A comparison of average U.S. wholesale price and tithing 
price for wheat, 1855-1900. 
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Source: ·General Economic Records· (mss.) , Church Archives, LOS Church, U.S. 
Bureau of Census, 1976, Series K-508, K-608, E-123. 
Butter Price ($/lb.) 
.- 0.5 .----------,------------------, 
0.4 
0.3 
0.1 
O~~LL~~~uwwuwwwu~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
1855 1860 1865 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 
-- Tithing Price - U.S. Wholesale Price 
Figure 2. A comparison of average U.S. wholesale price and tithing 
price for butter J 1855-1900. 
Source: "General Economic Records" (mss.), Church Archives, LOS Church, U.S. 
Bureau of Census, 1976, Series K-508, K-608, E-123. 
Potato Price ($/bu.) 
1.6 .-------------------------, 
1.4 
1.2 
1 
0.8 ._ .. __ .... . ... . .. .. .. . 
0.6 
0.4 
0.2 
". -... -.-.- . -. ~ 
.---.. - •... •...•.. 
;, 
... . . ....... . . ..,_ •• t' 
..•. 
o~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
1855 1860 1865 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 
- U.S. Wholesale Price -- Tithing Price 
Figure 3.· A comparison of average U.S. wholesale price and tithing 
price for potatoes, 1855-1900. 
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Source:. ·General Economic Records· (mss.). Church Archives, LOS Church, U.S. 
Bureau Of Census, 1976. Series K-534 and K-552. 
Hay Price ($/ton) 
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-- Tithing Price - U.S. Wholesale Price 
Figure 4. A comparison of average U.S. wholesale price and tHhlng 
price for hay, 1855-1900. 
Source: ·General Economic Records· (mss.) , Church Archives, LOS Church, U.S. 
Bureau of Census, 1976, Series K-534 and K-552. 
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butter any distance was difficult, particularly during warm weather. The evidence here 
tends to confirm the hypothesis. Wheat prices, though very stable during the early 
period, do follow the general level of market prices quite closely, relative to prices of the 
other commodities, and in the later period, wheat tithing prices follow market prices very 
closely. 
The fifth hypothesis, that the ratio of tithing price to market price wi:! be higher for 
storable staples and exported foodstuffs than for nonstorable and nonexported goods, 
is clearly illustrated by Figures 5 and 6. As can be seen, the tithing price ratios for wheat 
compared to potatoes and for wheat compared -to butter are higher than the corre-
sponding market price ratios throughout the period for the wheat/potato comparison and 
until 1896 for the wheat/butter comparison. 
Figure 7. a comparison of tithing and market prices for wheat flour. shows many 
similarities to the wheat price --comparison. The major difference. the fact that the 
wholesale market price is above the tithing price from 1871 to 1892. might be explained 
by the nature of the wholesale price data. The wholesale price presents the -average _ 
price of flour irJ barrels in New York, and likely includes the price of the barrel as well as 
transportation costs.14 
Figure 8 and Table 2 show a tithing price index based on seventeen commodities 
for which tithing prices were found for the entire 1855-1900 period. The index is a 
quantity-weighted index with the weights determined by relative quantities of the 
commodities received by the General Tithing Office between April 1. 1855 and March 31, 
4 ~------------------------------
3 
2 . . 
1 
o~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
1855 1860 1865 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 
-- Tithing Price Ratio - U.S. Wholesale Price 
Figure 5. Relative price of wheat to potatoes: Comparison of U.S. 
wholesale price ratio to tithing price ratio. 
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Source: Calculated from -General Economic Records· (mss.), Church Archives, LOS · 
Church, U.S. Bureau of Census, 1976, Series K-508; K-608, K-534, K-552, and 
E-123. 
10~----------------------------------------~ 
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6 \ \ 
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o~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
1855 1860 1865 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 ·1895 1900 
- Tithing Price Ratio - U.S. Wholesale Price 
Figure 6. Relative price of wheat to butter: Comparison of U.S. 
wholesale price ratio to tithing price ratio. 
Source: Calculated from -General Economic Records· (mss.), Church Archives, LDS 
Church, U.S. Bureau of Census, 1976, Series K-508, K-608, K-534, K-5S2, 
E-123. 
Flour Price ($/cwt.) 
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Figure 7. A comparison of average U.S. wholesale price 
and tithing price for flour, 1855-1900. 
14 
Source: ·General Economic -Records· (mss.), Church Archives, LOS -Church. U.S. 
Bureau of Census, 1976, Serjes E-124. 
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Figure 8. A seventeen-commodity tithing price Index, 1855-1900. 
(1855 [II] - 1857 [I] = 100). 
Source: "General Economic Records· (mss.), Church Archives, LOS Church, U.S. 
Bureau of Census, 1976, Series E-124. 
TABLE 2 
seventeen-Commodity Tithing Price Index (1855 [II] - 1857 [I] = 100) 
Year Index Year Index 
1855 99.9 1878 55.8 
1856 100.6 1879 55.8 
1857 99.3 1880 56.1 
1858 99.5 1881 55.8 
1859 99.7 1882 56.0 
1860 100.4 1883 55.2 
1861 98.6 1884 48.9 
1862 98.4 1885 46.1 
1863 97.6 1886 40.4 
1864 98.5 1887 46.1 
1865 98.6 1888 39.3 
1866 98.8 1889 40.7 
1867 99.1 1890 . 40.5 
1868 88.4 1891 37.0 
1869 88.0 1892 40.4 
1870 89.0 1893 34.7 
-
- 1871 88.1" 1894 34.0 
1872 87.9 1895 28.0 
1873 68.4 1896 34.3 
1874 68.0 1897 38.1 
1875 68.4 1898 30.9 
1876 68.4 1899 29.5 
tan 68.4 1900 31.2 
Source: ·General Economic Records· (mss.), Church Archives, Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. 
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1857.15 The effectiveness of the tithing price stabilization program in attracting wheat 
and flour to the tithing office (hypothesis six) is indicated by the fact that during this 
period, 21,077 bushels of wheat valued at $42,154 and 24,188 hundredweights of flour 
valued at $145,128 were received at the General Tithing Office. These two commodities 
accounted for SO. percent (by value) of all tithing received by the office for the two-year 
period. At the end of the period, the tithing office had a stock of 15,500 bushels of wheat 
and 25 tons of flour.16 Figure 8 and Table 2 again tend to support hypotheses one 
through three. 
A final observation on tithing price data refers to the price of pork in Table 1. The 
frequent price adjustments and the differentials by season and/or region 'evident for pork 
also are evident for other nonexported. nonstorable commodities not shown in the 
table.17 Because such commodities were not easily storable. it is likely that the Presiding 
Bishop would need to adjust prices frequently in order to control inventories in response 
to changes in supply and demand. 
III. CONCLUSIONS 
The analysis and evidence presented in this study support the idea that · Mormon 
leaders were able to use tithing prices as a policy instrument in. the stabilization of 
agricultural commodity markets to help maintain ample food supplies and stable prices 
in the nineteenth-century Great Basin. The evidence also supports the idea that the ability 
and/ or desire to continue commodity control~ in this way diminished dramatically in the 
late 1880s and early 1890s. While it is well-known that interference in otherwise 
17 
competitive markets leads to economic inefficiency, the theocratic stabilization of staple 
commodity prices and carry-over stocks in the fragile markets of the western frontier 
undoubtedly contributed to the orderly development of the Great Basin economy. The 
successful implementation of this stabilization program in early Utah suggests that similar 
policies might be effective in stabilizing commodity prices and stocks in areas where 
markets are thin and where agricultural self-suffici6ncy is apriority. 
18 
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